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AN EXAMINATION OF THE EXPERIENCES AND COPING STRATEGIES

OF AFRICAN STUDENTS AT PREDOMINANTLY WHITE INSTITUTIONS

OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN THE UNITED STATES
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GEORGINA CHIZOBA NEBEDUM-EZEH

B. S.,

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA AT LOS ANGELES

M.Ed.,

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST

Ed.D.,

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST

Directed by:

This

Professor Robert D.

study examines

strategies

the experiences

employed by African students

predominantly white

the United States,

Massachusetts.

institutions

Colbert

and coping

at

of higher education in

focusing on institutions

Factors

considered include preentry

preparation,

orientation,

and reentry.

Other areas

academic

issues,

academic

achievements,

in Western

adaptation and acculturation,

considered include social

relationships,

and the

vi

and

college environment,

strategies

employed by

African students to cope with their new educational
environment.
This study utilizes both qualitative and
quantitative methods of data collection.

An in-depth

interviewing methodology using a modified interview
guide adapted from J.

M.

Celona

(1982)

was used to

explore the experiences and the coping strategies of 10
non-randomly chosen African students.

A pretested

survey questionnaire instrument that drew on J.
Davies et al.

(1961)

M.

was administered to African

students identified through both formal and informal
channels in the target institutions.
The findings of this study reveal that African
students experience expectation and adjustment
difficulties upon arrival in the United States because
of inadequate predeparture orientation in their home
countries and inadequate help when here.

African

students encounter discrimination on campus,
isolated,

feel

and are not socially connected to native

vn

students.

African students make minimal use of the

resources on campus.
Coping strategies employed by these students
include studying and working harder to overcome
academic problems and/or deficiencies,
risk taking,
faculty,
students,

trial and error,

and seeking help from campus officials,

fellow Africans and other foreign
and even strangers.

This study concludes the following:
*

that a more comprehensive orientation to American
culture and to campus life in particular be
provided for African students upon their arrival.
More specifically:

that an orientation program that

introduces African students to the physical
environment,

registration

procedures,

and

resources on and around the campuses.
*

that a coordinator,

preferably an African be

involved in the management and administration of
African students affairs so as to assure cultural
sensitivity.

vm

*

finally,

that a sense of community be provided for

these African students by the Africans in the area
and by the African Students Association.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Over the past three decades,

there has been a

steady increase in the number of international students
in the United States from more than 185 countries.
The attraction to America for these students has
been due to several worldwide economic,
social

forces,

the U.

S.

system

(Kaplan,

political,

and

including exposure to and popularity of

style of government and its educational
1983).

Several researches show a

continued interest in studying in the United States due
to a variety of reasons. Absence of,

or weakness in the

educational systems in the home countries,

particularly

in the capital-intensive areas such as medicine and
allied health,

the sciences,

and computer technology,

is another major motivation.

The availability of

financial resources of many countries and individuals
of means to send students,

an international desire for

technical training in science and engineering,

heavy

recruitment by institutions and private firms,

and the
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desire of many foreign students to take advantage of
vacancies in student slots and in teaching positions at
U.

S.

institutions that have experienced a diminishing

supply of American students and teachers
Reichard,

1985;

and Goodwin & Nacht,

(Wylie,

1983)

1993;

were also

contributing factors.
Altbach
(foreign)

(1985)

asserted that international

students are a growth industry in higher
r

education.

They concluded that in the U.

around 1985,

S.,

in and

approximately $2.5 billion was devoted to

the education of students from other countries.

The

number of foreign students was estimated at over
336,000 at that time.
increase.

The numbers have continued to

By the 1994-1995 academic year,

international students attended U.

S.

over 452,635

institutions of

higher education and of these,

over 20,821 were African

students

Although Desruisseaux,

(Desruisseaux,

1995).

in an article in the Chronicle of Higher Education of
November 10,

1995 claimed that "the growth has

2

attenuated",

there are more International students than

ever.
African students have been coming to the United
States for higher education for decades.

For many of

these students the educational systems of their home
countries are unable to provide enough institutions of
higher learning to take care of their student
population.

The influx of African students to the

United States has continued unabated after several
decades because the circumstance driving them remain
unresolved.

Such circumstances include inadequate

numbers of institutions with research facilities,
well as

as

failure to gain admission to local Institutions

in their home country.
Despite the strength of these driving forces,
making the transition to a totally different culture
while pursuing academic work can be both exhilarating
and anxiety ridden for African students.

The trials and

tribulations of this experience for African students is
often tantamount to "culture shock."

3

Lewis and Jungaman

(1986)

define culture shock as

the experience of losing self-confidence and functional
effectiveness when people find themselves in a foreign
culture.

Those experiencing culture shock have

difficulty recognizing cultural norms and establishing
an appropriate response to those norms.

The conflict

between their own cultural values and behavior and
those of the host culture can result in resistance to
adaptation,

discouragement,

and loss of self-esteem.

The university environment is comprised of a
kaleidoscope of traditions,
characteristics,
community.

mores and cultural

which define the context of the campus

Institutional community members have

assimilated their culture so extensively that it has
become second nature to its members.

Over time,

specialized language consisting of numerous acronyms,
pedagogical and professional terminology,

and

traditional campus titles and names has evolved in
institutions to the extent that any outsider entering
this culture experiences some dissonance.
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African students bring unique needs and experiences
to the college campus.

These needs and experiences and

coping strategies employed by these students have
either not been addressed adequately or relatively left
unexplored in literature.
A review of the literature shows that positive
social adjustment in college contributes to academic
success,

persistence and satisfaction with the

institution.

Adjusting to the college environment is a

critical varible in student growth and retention
(Astin,
however,

1968) .

There is very little research available

describing how African students adjust in the

predominantly white college environment.
While there have been various studies done to
examine aspects relating to the presence of
international students in general,

very few studies

have focused on the African students in particular.
available studies have been characterized by flaws,
ranging from difficulties in interpreting data,
inconsistencies in the experiences of the those

5

to

The

studied.

The few studies available are decades old and

the information contained may be outdated.

Further,

while some studies have focussed on the experiences of
African American students,

these studies have also not

addressed the experience of the African student.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to describe and
examine the experiences of African students in
predominantly White institutions of higher education,
in the United States,

specifically in the Five-College

area of Western Massachusetts.

The experiences that

were probed included issues of adaptation for these
students,

along with processes of adjustment and

acculturation.

Adjustment means coping with one's

environment sufficiently well to be happy,
and fairly free of problems

(Pruitt,

comfortable

1987).

Acculturation refers to "the reciprocal modifications
that occur when individuals from two or more different
sociocultural systems come into contact"
1977) .

6

(

Spinder,

This study also examined coping strategies employed
by these students in their adaptation to their new
environment i.e.,
in the U.S.,

how they came and how they get along

what kinds of problems they encounter,

and

what strategies they use to resolve these problems.
Questions that were answered by this study
included:
•

What are the experiences of African students in
colleges and universities in the United States with
regards to adaptation to the college environment,
social,

academic and psychological adjustments,

issues of relationships,

academic achievement and

future plans?
•

What are the strategies employed by African
students to manage and cope with their new
educational environment?

In addition to these primary research questions,
study also sought to answer the question below:
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the

What resources and support programs are in place to
facilitate successful adaptation to the college
environment ?
Significance of the Study
The significance of this study lies in its
potential contribution to the understanding of the
experiences of this student body group.
therefore,

The study

has implications for student affairs

professionals,

faculty and foreign students advisers

who work with African students.

The study will also

have implications for fellow African students who plan
to attend U.
Lastly,

S.

institutions of Higher Education.

this study is intended to add to the body

of literature on African students in the United States,
as well as on the international students in U.

S.

institutions of higher education.

Limi.tati.QPS of the Study
The study is concerned with only those African
graduate and undergraduate students in the Five-College
area in western Massachusetts.

8

The population will

include Africa students who primarily came to the
United States on a student visa. This study will not
include naturalized African heritage citizens,

or

students who came to the United States with parents who
are students or professionals.
The result of this study may not be generalizable
to the all African students in the United States
because of the diverse and different cultural
experiences of the population.

Study results may not

apply to African students in Historically Black
Colleges,

in institutions of higher education outside

the United States or in institutions of higher
education in their home country or another African
country.
Definition of Terms
Predominantly White Institution:
A four-year college or university
where the enrollment of full-time
students classified as White
(based on the college's records)
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exceeds

fifty percent of

the

term will

total

student body.

This

also be

used to refer

to historically White

institutions of higher education.

Adaptation:

Free interaction with people

host

from the

country and acceptance of

their

culture.

Acculturation:

Refers

to

the reciprocal

modifications

individuals

that occur when

from two or more

different sociocultural

systems

come

in contact.

Orientation:

An acquaintance with the existing

situation and environment on campus

and in a community.

International

or

A

foreign student:

foreign student

anyone who

is

is defined as

enrolled at

institutions of higher education in

the United States who

10

is not a U.S.

citizen,

an immigrant

resident),
F Visa.

(permanent

or a refugee.

A student visa granted to bona fide
students who satisfy requirements for
pursuing a full program of study at a
United States academic institution
which admits foreign students; who
enter the United States for a
temporary stay and solely to study;
and who have permanent residence in
foreign countries that they have no
intention of abandoning.

J Visa:

A temporary exchange-visitor visa
granted by the United States for a
variety of educational purposes,
students,

trainees,

professors,

teachers,

research scholars,

international visitors or
professional trainees who are
sponsored by an agency or
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to

organization approved for sponsorship
by the Secretary of State for
Exchange Visitors.
Form 1-20

Certificate of Eligibility for
nonimmigrant "F-l" student status;
available from U.S. Department of
Justice,

Immigration and

Naturalization Service;

issued to a

student after academic acceptance by
school official authorized to issue
Forms 1-20.
Higher Education

United States "higher education" is
used to describe the group of
colleges and universities which are
accredited by agencies recognized by
the Secretary of Education.

Outline of the Dissertation
This study is presented in five chapters as
follows:

12

CHAPTER 1.

INTRODUCTION

An overview of the study including
the background and introduction to
the problem,
problem,

the statement of

the purpose of the study,

the significance of the study,
limitations of the study and
clarification of terms.
CHAPTER 2.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
A review of primary bodies of
literature on African students is
presented. This review includes
relevant literature on international
students and on African students.

CHAPTER 3.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
A detailed description of the design
of the study,

and the methodological

processes involved,

including

relevant literature supporting the

13

use of both qualitative and
quantitative methods of inquiry.
CHAPTER 4.

PRESENTATION OF DATA
Presentation of the Qualitative Data
A presentation,

and the analysis

of the qualitative data findings from
the study.
Presentation of The Quantitative Data
A presentation,

and the analysis of

the quantitative data gathered from
the survey questionnaire.
CHAPTER 5.

DISCUSSION,

IMPLICATIONS AND

RECOMMENDATIONS
A summary of the study,

presentation

of the conclusions reached and
specific recommendations for further
study.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
In a study conducted by the Institute of
International Education

(1961),

a composite of the

African Student showed the typical African student then
to be 26 years old,

single,

and male.

Most of the

students studied then were from Nigeria and Kenya,
a few from Uganda,

Ghana,

and Liberia.

with

Half of the

students had attended church-related elementary and
secondary schools.
A later study of African students conducted by
Pruitt

(1987)

found that about half of the sampled

students consisted of Nigerians,
from Ethiopia and Ghana.
speaking countries,

followed by students

Only 7% were from French-

and about 12% were women.

The

average student then had entered the United States at
age 22.

About 32% of the students were married,

most of them brought their spouses with them.

and

Over half

the students were Christians and had attended religious
schools during the last three years of high school.
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About 30% of the students'
19% were in government,

fathers were businessmen,

19% were professional,

farmers and 6% were laborers.

25% were

More than 47% had a

parent who had education beyond the twelfth grade.
Eighty-two percent of the students had attended
boarding schools,

which would single out African

students from most other foreign student groups.
More recent studies on African students
Doors,

1995/96),

(Open

shows that over half of the African

students in the United States are studying at the
undergraduate level.
students
Ethiopia,

This is especially true of

from sub-Saharan countries,
Nigeria,

and Kenya,

where undergraduates

outnumber graduates two to one.
students

from Kenya,

particularly

Close to 70% Of the

the now largest sending country,

enrolled as undergraduates,

and only among students

from South Africa and Ghana are graduate and
undergraduate enrollments evenly matched.
Saharan African,

Unlike sub-

students from countries in the North

Africa are frequently enrolled at the graduate level.
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Among the North African national groups,
Tunisians are graduate students,

58.1% of

as are 57.3% of

Egyptians.
Table 2.1
African Students by Academic Level,
Undergraduate

Locality

Eastern Africa

5,052

Central Africa

906

1995/96

Graduate

Other

Total

2,316

227

7,596

73

1,346

369

North Africa

1,538

1,643

240

3,422

Southern Africa

1.448

1,118

90

2,657

Western Africa

3,492

2,036

291

5,818

Africa,

unspecified

AFRICA TOTAL

0

5

12,441

7,482

17

0
921

5
20,844

In the intervening 35 and 8 years respectively since
these two studies were reported,

statistics indicate

that this profile may have changed significantly.

While

it is true that the African student in the United
States today is still either an undergraduate or a
graduate,
single,

male or female,

married or

and most likely a product of a church-oriented

high school,

his or her average age,

upbringing,

and

parental background are significantly different from
those of the student of 3 decades ago.
college records,

the typical undergraduate African

student is younger,
about 20.

According to

with an average freshman age of

Though some of these students must have been

born and raised in rural areas,

most must have been

born and brought up in towns and cities.

Many of these

students are the children of parents who were students
in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s and may be
those profiled in the 1961 Institute of International
Education survey.

Many of the students may have a

parent or both in government civil service while some
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may have a parent or both who are professionals. Most
of the present African students have come from
predominantly middle-class families since,
majority,

for a

either or both parents are college or at

least high school graduates.
The average African graduate student is about 35
years old and could be male or female, married or
single

(Essando,

1992).

More than 60% of the current

graduate students are people who graduated from U.

S.

undergraduate programs and decided to further their
education;

the rest obtained their undergraduate

degrees from universities in their home countries and
elsewhere.

Another set of students came on scholarship

from their government,

mostly sponsored by the

department where they worked after graduation from
college.

The self-sponsored were able to save up money

from employment after graduation to pay their way,
they have parents or family who sponsored them.

or

The

latter group is comprised of older students who have
experienced leaving their immediate culture before
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coming to the United States. A majority of the graduate
students are married,

with children and they do bring

their families along.
Studies on African Students
Literature on African students in American
universities is very limited.

While much has been

written about international students and the problems
they face in the United States,
(Davies et al.

1961;

Adelegan & Parks,

Pruitt,

1985)

just a few authors

1978;

student in the United States.

enrolled in U.

S.

1980;

in the past few decades have

attempted to write about problems

African students

Arubayi,

facing the African

The initial group of

faced a difficult situation when they
institutions of higher education.

They all experienced some trouble adjusting to the new
situation in which they found themselves,

often because

the systems of support that they relied upon in the
past were no longer available.
were simply not being met.
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Their personal needs

Chickering

(1969)

to include affiliation,

describes needs of this age group
achievement,

and control.

Affiliation is described as the need for human contact
and emotional involvement with others,
social,

relational,

vis-a-vis

and community connections.

Achievement is described as the need to accomplish
things and participate in organizations,
is described as the students'

while control

need to exercise some

degree of control or influence over the- events in their
lives and the conditions under which they live and
s tudy.
In a survey of African students,
(1961)

Davies et al.

enumerated the problems faced by African

students as difficulty with communication,
discrimination,
difficulty,

adjustment to school,

academic

poor relationship with African Americans,

social adjustment,
difficulties,

homesickness,

financial

and difficulty finding satisfactory food.

From the Davis survey,

it was evident that very few

African students had adequate advance information about

21

U.

S.

colleges and universities.

Even when some

information had been provided by the institution,

it

was not helpful because students "couldn't understand
the catalog because our educational system at home is
different"

(p.

13).

Problems encountered by Africans as identified by
Arubayi

(1980)

problems,

included academic and relationship

antagonism from Black Americans,

discrimination.

and

Writing on problems faced by the

Nigerian students,

Idowu's

(1985)

list of problems

included academic as well as financial and socio¬
cultural adjustment.

Adelegan

(1985)

also discussed the

problems of transition for the African students in
American colleges and universities.

The study

identified academic problems involving program
relevance,

academic performance,

the American educational system;

and familiarity

with

interpersonal problems

including relationships with the opposite sex;
financial problems including transfer of funds,
costs,

and restrictions on employment;
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and

living

psychological,

food,

and climatic problems. Adelegan

states that African students generally have difficulty
"letting go of the familiar and adjusting to a new
environment";

consequently they continue to straddle

the two cultures,

"reluctantly relinquishing one and

adaptively confronting the other"
(1978)

identified depression,

irritability,

(p.

507).

tiredness,

Pruitt

homesickness,

and racial discrimination as some of the

major problems faced by the African student.
problems included climate,
Americans,

loneliness,

Initial

communication with

and food. Data from her study

showed that the African students also encountered
problems with immigration,
Other researchers

housing,

(Hossain,

and finances.

1982; Oshodin,

1982)

documented antagonism toward Africans from Black
Americans and alcohol consumption and food problems,
among others. Writing about foreign students in
general,

Padilla et al.(1986)

suggested that foreign

students face many difficulties that are related to
their different language and cultural background. These
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students,

in addition to suffering from stressors

associated with the educational environment,

are also

vulnerable to identity crises and role conflict.
Discussing the unique difficulties of foreign
students that produce different stress levels,
et al.

(1986)

Furnham

reemphasized common areas of difficulty

shared universally by young adults pursuing a higher
education. As outlined by Haung
1.

Communication barriers,

(1977),

they are:

arising from unfamiliar and

complex linguistic and paralinguistic features.
2.

Shifting cultural gears,

as the student is forced

to move between new and old cultural values,
identity,
3.

and so forth.

Replacing support networks of family,

neighbors

and friends at a time when the students regarded as
a stranger and even an intruder.
4.

Multiple accountability to family,
other sponsor,
officials

(p.

academic advisors,
125).
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government or
and immigration

He suggested that the stress level of foreign students
increase because they operate in two cultures.
of "multiple accountability," Haung

(1977)

In terms

compared the

plight of the foreign students to that of the American
students. While American students are accountable only
to themselves and probably their immediate families,
foreign students are accountable to themselves,
families

(nuclear and extended),

sponsors,

and U.S.

their

their governments or

Immigration officials.

Despite the enumerated difficulties that face the
African students, most of them do overcome and succeed
in college.

Sources of Funding
Funding for the African students in the
United States comes from several sources. Direct
financial assistance in the form of scholarships or
grants is provided by many agencies in the United
States,

foreign assistance bodies,

foundations,

philanthropic

professional societies,
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industrial firms.

governments,
students'

private organizations,

and of course the

families.
The United States-Based Sources

According to the Institute of International
Education,

fewer than 15% of the foreign students

studying in the United States in 1983 were directly
financed by American sources, with the largest part
(8.9%)

of funding costs coming directly from colleges

and universities as scholarships and assistantships
(Institute of International Education,
U.S.

Colleges and Universities. U.

1983, p.
S.

42).

colleges and

universities offer African students assistance in the
form of grants,

scholarships, partial or full-tuition

waivers,

part-time campus employment,

loans,

combination of these.

For graduate students,

or any
teaching

assistance ship awards are popular means of support
(Scholarships and Grants for Study or Research in
U.S.A..

1986,

p.

6).
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U.
U.

S.

S.

Foundations and Private Sources. A number of

foundations, professional associations,

and other

private organizations offer assistance in the form of
scholarships to African students.
are the Ford Foundation,

Prominent among them

the Fulbright Foundation,

African American Institute,

the

the African Institute for

Economic Development and Planning,

and the American

Mideast Educational and Training Services.
U.

S.

Government and Binational Sources. The U.

S.

government offers a variety of scholarship awards,
usually through exchange programs in association with
foreign governments or binational commissions. African
students are offered scholarships that may cover full
expenses for their study or research programs in the
United States. The popular programs offering awards to
African students include the following.
Fulbright Awards. This program involves academic
exchange awards for graduate studies,
work,

lecturing or teaching,

and educational travel.

Other awards cover observation,
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postdoctoral

consultation,

and

r

professional

that

students
Agency

U.

experience.

S.

The Fulbright awards

return home at

the end of

for International Development(AID).

S.

this

area include support

and technical

basic

as part of

resources

to run

help citizens

in

for professional

the programs.

AID provides

of Third World countries

the United States.

One of

end of his

human

funds

to

in

are usually

the home

for an award is

to his or her home country at

that

the

or her program.

Institute of

International

institute administers

governments

improve

attending

The awards

the requirements

the student return

training

and develop indigenous

associated with development projects

countries.

AID priorities

assistance to help countries

education systems

schools

The

foreign aid program under AID'S Education and

Human Resources developmental program.

in

their studies.

AID education support program operates

the U.

require

Education (HE) .

This

several programs

sponsored by

and private organizations.

These awards

generally made

through open competitions
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are

advertised in

the African countries or on nominations coordinated by
binational commissions,
ministries,

appropriate government

or the American Embassy.
International Organizations

International organizations that sponsor African
students to the United States include international
professional organizations,

organizations for the

promotion of international understanding,

or societies

for the promotion of certain branches of knowledge and
similar institutions. These organizations accept direct
applications from students. Other such organizations
that sponsor African students include agencies of the
United Nations system and some intergovernmental
organizations.

Sponsorship award is made by nomination.

Government and Private Organizations
in the Student's Home Country
Government ministries and departments as well as
private businesses,
foundations,

associations,

charitable

and universities in each student's home
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country offer scholarships. These sources are usually
the first port of call for the African student who is
looking for funds.

In a majority of cases,

funding for

study in the United States come from these sources.

Individual Student's Family
Many financially well-to-do families in African
countries sponsor their children to the United States.
Since they can afford it,

the thinking is that they

prefer that their children avail themselves of what
they consider the

best type of education and research

facilities.

Issues in International Study
For African students,
students,

as for most Third World

the motivation to study in the United States

and elsewhere is mostly based on the wish to improve
their professional opportunities at home by studying
abroad. As has been documented,
obtain training in home

in most cases,

(Altbach,
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1985).

students

For some,

the

motivation comes from the prestige value of a foreign
degree.

The motivation for African countries in

providing opportunities for their citizens to study in
the United States are relatively clear.

They cannot

provide sufficient educational opportunities at home.
Secondary education in most African countries has been
expanding,

creating an upsurge in the ranks of the

middle-class and in the number of educated parents.
Even with limited resources,

many African countries had

no recourse other than to provide scholarships for
students.
There are,

however,

several issues in international

study that many African countries are grappling with.
One is the cost of international study compared with
the benefit of international study.
For many African countries,

the documented cost of

sending students abroad for education is very high
(Altbach,

1985) .

Expenses include the cost of foreign

exchange,

especially as the value of the currencies of

many African countries are very low compared to the
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"hard currency" of the United States.

As noted earlier.

the bulk of the funding for these students comes from
families and home governments.
African countries encounter costs relating to
/

language as well as different methodology of research.
Students encounter the costs of feeding,
school supplies,
travel.

clothing,

accommodation,

health insurance,

and

They may incur expenses for the preparation of

course materials,

even for typing papers,

since many

African students did not learn typing or keyboarding
before coming to the United States.

There is also the

cost to the country of nonreturning students,
after obtaining their education,

who,

stay in the United

States.

The country has borne the cost of training and

sending

the individual overseas and has lost any hope

of profit on this investment.
The cost of students not passing their exams
thereby spending a longer time than stipulated is also
calculated.

One reason why some African students spend

a longer time at school includes the fact that the
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medium of instruction that they used in their home
countries is different from that of the United States.
Requirements for success as well as study habits are
also different.

In many African countries students get

ready for one big examination that is mostly an essay
type exam,

as against the impromptu quizzes and

multiple-choice questions prevalent in the United
States.
There are numerous benefits to the African
countries for sending their students to the United
States.

Prominent among them is the opportunity to

still educate and train more of their citizens given
the limited number of institutions of higher education
in most of the countries to accommodate students
the secondary schools.

from

Sending students to the United

States offsets this need.

Although less than 15% of

African students go to school with all expenses paid in
the United States,

this group constitutes a benefit to

their respective home countries.
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Beyond the 15%,

there are other combinations and/or

percentage of the cost of instruction picked up by the
United States.

When students refuse to return home

after their studies,

this means that these students

stay and work in the U.

S.

and continuously send money

home to take care of their families.

In essence,

the

calculation of cost and benefit needs to be looked at
more carefully.

There is also the benefit of new

knowledge and skills gained by these African students
as they go through their studies.
United States,

While here in the

these students get exposed to

possibilities and are therefore expected to help their
home countries push the frontier when they go home.
Brain Drain
Nonreturn of Third World international students
following completion of their studies constitutes a
"brain drain" on the home countries
33).

(Altbach,

1985,

p.

Brain drain is mostly noticed among self-sponsored

African students,

since there are no mechanisms in

place to force them to go home at the end of their
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study program.

In contrast,

mechanism in place

under bilateral

to

force

arrangement

sponsored under bilateral

visas

(J visas)

for employment

an effective

those students who

to go home.

arrangement

that officially make

in

the United States.

sponsored African students

because of

there is

the economic

remaining in the United States

them ineligible

Many self-

that

their studies

they gain by

and working.

remain because of deep commitment

students

are given special

stay after

advantage

The

came

Others

in research;

and they

know that with limited or nonexistent research

opportunities

at home,

a large number,

is not

of

if

as

they are most

at all,

fully used

course

in jobs

fear

for which their

1978).

training

There are

from minority areas of

their

they will be ignored no matter

what knowledge or skills

it happens,

likely to be

(Glaser and Habers,

those students

home country who

For

they know that going home will mean

underemployment,
employed,

their work will be limited.

they bring with them.

brain drain is

Any way

a serious problem for
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the

African countries,

who lose their best and brightest

people this way.
In a recent study to determine the Stay Rate of
Foreign Students in Science and Engineering,
Finn

(1995)

studied 1984,

1987,

and 1988 science and

engineering doctorate recipients of U.S.
who were not U.S.

universities

citizens at the time they received

their doctorate degrees.

Nearly half were still in the

United States after several years.
illustrates

Michael

Table 2.2

the percentage of foreign students in

science and engineering who were not permanent
residents of the United States at the time they
received their doctorate degrees in 1987-1988 but have
remained and were working in the United States in 1992.
The overall stay rate for doctorates was about 41% for
persons who were on temporary visas when they received
their degrees.

The study showed that the number of highly

educated African engineers and scientists who stay back to
work in the United States, put at about 45%,
developing continent.
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is high for a

Table 2.2
The Stay Rate of Foreign Students in Science and
Engineering
Percentage Working in

the

Engineering

United States in

1992.

Physical

Life

Science

Sciences

India

77

71

66

Iran

72

64

47

China

66

67

65

Mexico

51

46

13

Egypt

20

44

28

Other Africa

45

43

32

Taiwan

53

46

42

Japan

12

8

8

Temporary Residents Receiving Science and Engineering
PHDs in 1987-1988 Who Were Working in
1992 by Field of Doctorate,

the United States in

(Open Doors 1995/96).

The above study underscores the issue of brain drain
or loss of man power for most underdeveloped and
developing countries.
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The American College Environment

Most

colleges

the United States

achieving

and institutions

of higher learning in

have a basic operational

their stated mission and goals.

structure

This mission

expected to be carried out and made operational via

different arms

of

the

institution.

division aims

to discipline

individual

acquire knowledge,

to

individual

is

profession.

The academic affairs

include aiding

students

integrate

in

of

division

its

Upon graduation,

their personal values,

found in all

constituent departments

the department of

which have

division

their academic pursuits,

institutions

of

of

residence

helping

and in

that contributes

organization and makeup may differ.

office,

the

division remains

overall growth toward maturity.

is

the

and attitudes

the student affairs

general providing an environment

students'

skills,

train

institutions.

The articulated goals

students

the

expected to move comfortably into a

consistent across

the

is

The academic affairs

the mind and to

commensurate with the discipline.

for

to

the

Although this

higher education,

Prominent among

the student affairs

the

division are

life and the foreign students

the potential of
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impacting

the African

students the most as they arrive and sojourn in the United
States.
Summary
The review of related literature centered on the
descriptive profile of the African student,

the findings in

studies done on African students as part of the literature
on International students and as African students in the
United States. The literature pointed out issues that are
peculiar to foreign students and specific problems faced by
African students. The literature highlights the need for
college and university authorities to make concerted effort
to educate themselves on the issues affecting the African
students,

so that adequate and essential plans could be

made to ensure that the help and resources are in place to
help the students cope with their new environment. A review
of the literature on the experiences of African heritage
students in predominantly white institutions of higher
education in the United States will also help to provide a
context for this study.
A more current examination and analysis of the
experiences of African students in the United States is in
order and necessary to update and add to the body of
39

literature on this group of students in predominantly white
institutions of higher education.

It is hoped that the

information gathered in this study would add to the
awareness effort.
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CHAPTER III
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
This chapter describes the overall design of the
study,

which includes an overview of relevant literature on

and rationale for the chosen research methodologies;
research procedure,

instruments,

and strategies;

the

a

description of the research setting and the population
sampling strategies;

and the data collection and analysis

procedures.
This study was designed to utilize both qualitative
and quantitative research methodologies to examine the
experiences and coping strategies of African students in
predominantly white institutions of higher education. The
first part consists of a case study of 10 African students
selected from the Five-College area of Western
Massachusetts.

The method used was an individual in-

depth interview protocol with each of the subjects. The
second part of the study is a survey that was in the form
of written questionnaire. The survey was administered to
the rest of the African students that were available.
This combination of data collection procedures has been
discussed considerably and supported in various literature
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by social scientists. Cook

(1979)

suggests that the choice

of the most appropriate tools available in research will
result in using a combination of both qualitative and
quantitative methods. He contends that when used together
for the same purpose,

the two methods can build upon each

other to offer insights that neither one alone could
provide.

Since all methods have biases,

when using both,

each can provide a check and balance for the other
Supporting this position,

Saul Sieber

(1982)

(p.

21).

contends that

using integrated research techniques in a single project
opens up enormous opportunities for mutual advantage in
each of the three major research phases of design,
collection,

and data analysis

(p.

data

177). Espousing the

advantages of combining the qualitative and quantitative
methodologies in a project,

Seiber

(1979)

explains:

Field methods can serve as a background to a survey by
providing familiarity with the setting being surveyed,
by developing rapport with those being surveyed, and
by performing exploratory work that is necessary for
pretesting a survey, (p. 92)
Lofland

(1971)

concurs with the complementary relation

that exists between the methodologies. According to him,
"Quantitative studies serve primarily to firm up and modify
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knowledge gained in a fundamentally qualitative fashion"
(p.

76) .
It is recommended that the researcher choose ways of

conducting research that fit the nature and intent of the
study. Denzin

(1970),

in discussing the factors involved in

making decisions on the type of research methods to be used
in a particular research study, writes:
The issue resolves largely into personal
preferences of the [researcher], the intent
of the investigation, the available
resources, and the [researcher's] decision
concerning what type of interaction he
desires, (p. 132)
The purpose of this study was to examine the
experiences and coping strategies of African students in
the Five-College area. The decision to use a combination of
methods became clearer to this researcher after taking into
account the purpose, nature,

and scope of this study.

Majority of the few studies done on African students were
done mostly through survey questionnaires,

the researcher

feared that this one method of inquiry might not be
sufficient to uncover the experiences being sought. The
target population is to be drawn from the Five Colleges so
a research method that maximize the number of participants
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is order. The fact that Africans by their cultural
upbringing are very reluctant to talk about themselves or
their problems especially to somebody that they do not know
makes it necessary to include inquiry methods that would
overcome this.
This researcher is aware of the difficulties that may
result by using combined methodologies. As pointed out by
Thomas Cook,

using both methods can be expensive and time-

consuming and requires the researcher to be skilled in both
fields. The researcher thinks the this purpose of this
study would be served best by using a combination of
qualitative and quantitative methodologies.

The Qualitative Methodology
"Qualitative methodologies refer to research
procedures which produce descriptive data: people's own
written or spoken words and observable behavior"
Taylor,

1975, p.

(Bogdan &

4) . A qualitative research methodology was

selected as one of the methods for data collection because
it is particularly well suited to a descriptive study like
this that seeks to identify and understand issues "from the
perspectives of individuals who exist in the roles and
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environment the researcher wishes to study"
Patton,

1980) .

(Lofland,

1971;

Since the purpose of this study was to

examine the experiences of African students in the FiveCollege area of Western Massachusetts,

it was logical to

gather this information directly from them. The approach
was also deemed appropriate for this type of inquiry
since it
advocates an approach to examine the empirical
social world which requires the researcher to
interpret the real world from the perspective of
subjects of his [her] investigation.
(Filstead, 1970A, p. 7)

the

This methodology was designed to provide the
researcher with a strategy that is inductive in that the
researcher attempts to make sense of the situation without
"imposing preexisting expectations on the research setting"
(Patton,

1980,

p.

40)

and enables the researcher to

"understand the world as seen by the respondents and
capture the points of view"

(p.

28) .

Selection of Subjects
The subjects for this study were purposefully and not
randomly selected according to the following factors:
*

their membership in the group being studied;
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*

their insights on and knowledge of the
subject;

*

their ability and willingness to verbalize
their past and present experiences and
feelings;

*

their possession of free time to devote to
the interview.

The above criteria parallel suggestions for selection
of candidates offered by Bogdan and Taylor

(1975):

1.

It is essential that the subjects have free
time to devote to the interview.

2.

Ability and willingness to verbalize their
past and present experiences and feelings.

3 .

Whether or not they are "the kind" of people
in whom you are interested, (p. 102)

The primary goal for this researcher at this time was
to gain access to African students who were available,
insightful,

able to articulate issues clearly,

and willing

to set aside time to discuss their experiences in an
hour-long interview. The researcher was able to gain
access to such subjects through "connections" among the
African student population on the UMass campus and through
referrals by both the foreign student offices' personnel
and other Africans living in the valley. This approach to
access by use of "connection" is a viable one,
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as Lofland

(1984)

points out.

"Whenever possible, you should try to

use preexisting relations of trust to remove barriers to
entrance"

(p.

25). This effort led to the selection of the

10 subjects who participated in the study.

The Interview Guide
With the selection of subjects to participate in the
interview phase completed,
actual interview,

the focus was turned to the

which sought to answer the questions

posed regarding the experiences of African students in
predominantly white institutions of higher education in the
United States and the coping strategies employed by these
students. To shape the interview,
guide

(see Appendix B),

(1982),

was used.

an modified interview

adapted and from J. M. Celona

Its categories:- orientation,

adaptation,

and acculturation addressed issues that the researcher
determined would effectively elicit from the participants
pertinent aspects of their experiences as students in the
United States. The interview guide was modified to include
preentry and reentry categories.

Such an interview guide

has been recommended "as a basic checklist during the
interview to make sure that all relevant topics were
47

covered"

(Patton 1980 p.

198).

In this case the interview

guide was followed by the researcher with each subject to
insure that the significant topics were raised and
discussed.
The Pilot Study
A preliminary trial of the research procedure was
carried out using two Africans,

one a current student and

the other an alumnus of the University of Massachusetts at
Amherst.

In this trial,

carried out,

the entire research procedure was

including an analysis of the data collected,

following closely the procedures planned for the main
study.

The researcher decided to engage in this dry run not

only in order to gain insight into the appropriateness of
the instruments and the research procedure but also in
order to strengthen her practical experience in conducting
research of this nature. Borg and Gall

(1983)

contend that:

In addition to serving all the purposes of the
usual tryout, such as improving data-collection
routines, trying scoring techniques, revising
locally developed measures, and checking the
appropriateness of standard measures, pilot study
provides additional knowledge that leads to
improved research, (p. 100)
As part of the pilot study procedure,
the interviews,

after concluding

the interviews were transcribed and copies
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were sent to the participants for checking and feedback.
The possibility of getting

"feedback from the research

subjects and other persons involved that leads to important
improvements in the main study"

(Borg & Gall,

1983, p.

101)

is seen as one of the many advantages of pilot study.
As a result of the pilot study the researcher made the
following changes in both the interview instrument and the
procedure.
1.

A question on pre-entry was added to the
interview guide.

2.

A question on reentry was added in the
interview guide.

3.

The researcher improved her interviewing style
and technique.
Qualitative Data Collection

An in-depth qualitative interviewing methodology was
used to investigate the experiences of African students in
the Five-College area,

and to examine the strategies these

students employ to cope with their academic environment
from their perspectives.
The investigation consisted of interviews of 10 nonrandomly selected African students from the Five-College

49

area conducted one-on-one with each of the subjects. The
interviews were scheduled beforehand and lasted
approximately 60 to 75 minutes each. Before starting each
interview,

a written consent form (Appendix A)

was handed

to the interviewee for his or her review of and consent to
the terms of the interview guidelines. The participants
were also handed the interview guide to read at the
beginning of each interview session.

Permission was sought

and secured prior to each interview session for the use of
audiotape recording of the interview. The researcher took
notes in a designated "interview notebook" in addition to
tape-recording the conversation during each interview. Many
social scientists recommend tape-recording for most
qualitative interview situations.

Strong support for this

approach abounds in the literature.
"indispensable"

(p.

Patton

247). Bogdan and Taylor

(1980)
(1975)

calls it
advise

the interviewer to use a tape recorder "whenever possible"
(p.

109),

and Lofland

(1971)

states emphatically "for all

intents and purposes it is imperative that one tape record.
...then one can interview"
(1984)

further argue,

(p.

89).

Bogdan and Taylor

"A tape recorder will allow the

interviewer to capture much more than relying on memory
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alone or on notes"
Patton

(1980)

(p.

103).

Sharing this perspective,

adds that "in addition to increasing the

accuracy of data collection,

the use of a tape recorder

permits the interviewer to be more attentive to the
interviewee"
In all,

(p.

247).

10 different 90-minute tapes were used to

record the individual interviews. At the end of each
interview session,

the researcher took advantage of the

opportunity to request the interviewee's continued
participation in the quantitative data-gathering phase of
the study.
Analysis of Qualitative Data
Interview data included both handwritten notes and
audio recording. At the end of each interview,
comments,

observations,

any

and impressions that were gathered

during the interview were also tape recorded by the
interviewer. These final items were also written into the
field notes to keep track of the sequence of events during
the interviews. The audiotape was then transcribed
verbatim. Analysis of the tape recordings of the interviews
and their transcriptions was a time-consuming and laborious
process.

Lofland

(1971)

estimates that "one should spend.
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at minimum,

at least as much time immediately studying and

analyzing the interview material as was spent in the
interview itself"

(p.

90).

Since there were no clear-cut rules about how to
proceed,

the raw data were carefully read to get a clear

understanding of the data,

while looking for themes and

patterns. The emerging themes and patterns were coded,
organized according to identifiable categories that were
used to answer the three research questions.

The Quantitative Methodology
Quantitative measurement relies upon
the use of instruments that provide a standardized
framework in order to limit data collection to
certain predetermined response or analysis
categories, (Patton, 1980, p. 22)
In this case,

the quantitative measurement,

second part of the study,

in the

involved a written survey

questionnaire. The purpose of the survey was to collect
data from as many African students in the Five-College area
as possible.

The findings would supplement the data

collected from the qualitative phase of the study in order
to enhance the generalizability of the findings from that
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particular African student group.
researcher was

More specifically the

interested in using the data to corroborate

and/or refute the perceptions and descriptions of
experiences of African students as articulated by the 10
interview subjects.
The questionnaire surveyed the experiences and coping
strategies of a larger population of African students in
institutions of higher education within the Five-College
system.

To explore how African students adapt to the

American culture,
were examined.

issues of adjustment and aculturation

Adaptation and acculturation issues examined

included relationship patterns,
finances,

personal problems,

academic and social issues,

resource utilization,

general perceptions of the university campus environment,
and reentry or future plans.

The survey was designed also

to provide information on the demographics of African
students

in the Five-College area.
Research Population

The target population in this study included all
undergraduate and graduate African students at Amherst
College,

Hampshire College,

Mount Holyoke College,

College,

and the University of Massachusetts at Amherst.
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Smith
Of

the 20,844 African students enrolled in various colleges
and universities
academic year

in the United States during the 1995/96

(Open Doors,

November 6,

1996),

about 165 are

enrolled in the Five Colleges(data from Five-College area
Foreign Students Offices).
Foreign students'
show that of

Statistics obtained from the

office at University of Massachusetts

the 1,856

foreign students

during the 1995/96 academic year,
African countries.
at Smith College,
Hampshire College,

that attended UMass

124 were from sub-Saharan

During this same period 15 were enrolled
15 were at Mount Holyoke College,

5 at

and 2 at Amherst College.
Sampling Procedure

African students were identified through the foreign
student offices and through the African student
associations of

the Five-College area.

the foreign student offices
mail yielded less
questionnaire.

An attempt to use

to reach African students by

than a 2 0% rate of return of

Although the foreign student offices have

lists of African students,

it was not possible

to obtain the lists of African students from the individual
foreign student offices.

The offices would not give out

addresses due to privacy and confidentiality concerns,
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the

contact and distribution of the questionnaire was done
basically informally. African students were identified with
the help of the officials of the African student
associations,

friends,

residence life staff in the various

dormitories and by word of mouth by fellow Africans. The
researcher even searched and drew a list of African
students from the 1996/1997 UMass student directory and
made phone contact to solicit their participation in the
survey.

The distribution and collection of questionnaires

was carried out at African student association meetings and
at cultural gatherings of African students,
informal network of friends,

through an

and by the researcher's

personal effort. A total of 85 questionnaires were
distributed by these various means.
The Survey Instrument
The instrument used in this segment of the study was a
32-item questionnaire. Thirty-one of these were multiplechoice questions, while one item was a set of ten openended questions. The questionnaire probed personal and
family background issues as well as adaptation and
acculturation issues. Adaptation and acculturation issues
that were examined included friendship pattern, personal
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problems,

finance,

academic,

resource utilization,

and

general perception of the university campus environment.
Some of the items were adapted from the Davis et al.

(1961)

questionnaire from the Institute of International Education
survey of African students.
Pretest
The questionnaire was pretested using a
representative group of 12 African students from the
University of Massachusetts campus. As recommended by
Seltiz et al.

(1967),

who advocate that "the people

interviewed on the pretest should be similar in
characteristics to those who will be interviewed in the
final study"

(p.

551),

this pretest group was

representative of the larger African student body in the
Five-College area.
This pretest stage was designed to reveal any
deficiencies in the survey instrument.

It also served as an

opportunity for the researcher to practice conducting a
study of this nature. The feedback from the pretest was
used to assess the clarity and usefulness of the instrument
and also helped to pinpoint areas that needed to be
discarded or amended.
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Quantitative Data Analysis
Upon receipt of data from the survey,

each item on the

questionnaire was scored and tabulated according to
categories.

The final data was obtained by doing a simple

computation in percentages of the frequency of type of
response.
Summary
Most of the prior studies of African students in the
United States used quantitative data-gathering and dataanalysis techniques as their primary or exclusive mode of
inquiry. None of these studies found used the qualitative
method of inquiry exclusively or used a combination of both
methodologies.

This study made use of both qualitative and

quantitative methods of data gathering to examine the
experiences of African students in predominantly White
institutions of higher education in the United States.
The overall design of the study,

consisting of

in-depth interviews and the administration of a written
survey,

has been described. A review of the relevant

literature on qualitative and quantitative methodologies
and research techniques utilized in the study has also been
included.
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Limitations of The Study
The study involves graduate and undergraduate African
students in the Five-College system and is not meant to be
generalizable to students outside the Five-College area.
This study did not include African Americans and other
black people of African ancestry whose country of origin or
birth is not within the continent of Africa.
Purposeful or convenience sampling rather than random
number assignment was used in the study because it was not
possible to obtain lists of African students from the
foreign students'

offices;

there were no accurate lists of

African students from which to take a random sample.
Participants in this study were therefore selected on the
basis of availability, which is deemed appropriate because
the study is limited to only identified African graduate
and undergraduate students. This control factor increases
the generalizability of the results from the sample to the
whole population targeted. The disadvantage of using
convenience sampling is that the subjects may not be
representative of the population

(Sowell & Casey,

1982) .

The study utilized two different research methods. The
data gathered through these methods was analyzed in order
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to determine the experiences of African students and the
coping strategies these students employ as students in a
foreign environment.

From the data collected,

strategies

were developed and recommended. The effectiveness and
appropriateness of the strategies developed are also
limited to the appropriateness of the data collected from
the sample.

CHAPTER IV

PRESENTATION OF DATA

Presentation of

This

the Qualitative Data

section presents

the

qualitative data gathered during

advantages

of

important

in

difficulties

problems

(1978)

is

the

including interviews

cannot be overemphasized.

this

study,

findings

which is

correctly observed,

The

study such as

this

are particularly

about Africans whose

and general disposition

recognized by only a

the

interviews.

in a

Interviews

of

to

talk about

few researchers.

"Most African students

their

As

Pruitt

are

taught endurance and self-control

and hence were not

willing

their problems

on

the questionnaire."

Interviews provided opportunities

to

reconcile differences

to

divulge

and discrepancies

in

identified in

the questionnaire,

the responses

while probing areas

sought

to probe

the experiences

and the coping strategies

students.

The

categories:

interview was

preentry preparation,

the

interview

students,

employed by

divided into
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The

of African

problems,

to questions

that

questionnaire could not adequately cover.

so

their

these

five basic

orientation,

adaptation.

acculturation,

and reentry issues. The findings are

summarized below.
Predeparture Orientation
In this segment,

the students' preparation to come to

the United States was probed,

specifically,

include obtaining admission to a U.
with the U.

S.

S.

in areas that

school,

encounter

Embassy officials for obtaining a visa to

enter the United States,

in-country orientation,

home

country's official plans and policies for sending students
abroad,

and reentry plans and opportunities upon the

students'

return.

Ninety percent of the African students interviewed
indicated that they received no predeparture orientation in
their home country. None of the students had their plans
for study abroad tied to any in-country study abroad
program. The students are not aware of any such setup:
hence none of them had discussions with any authorities in
their home country regarding their plans,

their program of

t

study,

and area of specialization. There was also no

discussion regarding opportunities upon their return.
Data in this segment showed African students gain
admission to U.

S.

schools in a variety of ways.
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Forty

percent obtained admission through friends or relatives
living in the United States who, by acting as financial
guarantors and intermediaries, were able to obtain and send
to the students a Form 1-20,

the required official college-

admission document for obtaining a student visa from the
U.

S. Embassy in their home countries. One of the

interviewees gained admission while already here,
accompanying a student spouse.

Fifty percent of the

students interviewed applied and obtained admission on
their own or directly from their present schools. These
students reported that they received packaged information
about their prospective schools describing the institution
and its environment, ports of entry and how to get to the
campus, program of study,
calender,

degree offered,

information on housing,

academic

and so on.

the usefulness of the information package,

In describing

one student

recounted how he got to the University of Massachusetts,
Amherst,

campus:

The college sent me an information package
containing how to proceed from the each of the
major entry points, and I found that very helpful.
I came in through Boston, Logan airport. I took a
train to the subway to downtown Boston, and I took
Peter Pan to Amherst.
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Another area mentioned was information on housing
accommodation. A graduate student in talking about housing
arrangements made by the Foreign Students Office prior to
his getting to the United States intimated that:
In the letter there was a slip in which to
indicate... in which I could reserve a place in
Prince/Crampton[dormitory], which I filled out. I
also made a personal contact with a Nigerian to help
out. All in all my accommodation was taken care of
before I got here.
Another student talked about her contact with the
Foreign Students Office while still outside of the United
States. This student, who was admitted to UMass for Fall
1991 but was unable to make it until the following year,
still maintained contact with the office,

as evidenced by

the order for bedding she placed the previous year:
After I arrived on campus, I went to their
office because I did order some bedding from them
and they still kept them for me.
This particular student also talked about visa
problems that she experienced at the U.

S.

Embassy in her

home country:
I was scheduled to start school in September of
1991, but of course I was denied visa, because they
claimed that I had false tax clearance paper. I did
ask the officer at the Embassy to call the local
company that was sponsoring me, but the officer
refused to do that, and he also claimed that I
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didn't show any proof of any funding over in the
United States. I went ahead and appealed; after
appealing, I was sent another letter to come back
to the Embassy to undergo another interview.
Fortunately for me I was given a visa to the
States. I kinda get the feeling that when you walk
into the Embassy, and after bringing documents along
with other requirements, think that you met all the
standards, you still could or could not get visa,
depending on who you meet at the counter at the
Embassy.
A student from the Cameroon described his visa
experience as "a bit rough." He tried three times before he
was given a visa to come to the United States.
Although a majority of those interviewed did not have
adequate preentry preparation,

a Nigerian graduate student

interviewed who had a predeparture orientation in his home
country,

however,

talked about resources that helped make

his predeparture experience easier. He talked about the
United States Information Services

(USIS),

an agency of the

United States government found in every foreign country
where information about U.
college admission,

S.

colleges and universities,

and visa requirements could be obtained.

I collected applications from the USIS in Lagos.
The
USIS runs information lectures covering course
expenses, what to expect, information about GRE and
TOEFL exams. Has library for exam preparation. The
USIS is separate from the U. S. Embassy, a lot of
people do not know..., and services are free.
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For this particular student his visa experience was
different. The tactic that he used to ensure a hassle-free
encounter with the U.

S.

officials sheds light on the

internal procedure of the visa-granting division of the
U.

S.

Embassy. He explains:

With the Embassy, I didn't have problems, I have a
family friend who works at the Embassy, and who gave
me advice and inside information regarding what
things are required, how to go about it.
As could be seen,

adequate predeparture information

and orientation appear to enhance an easier transition from
home to the United States.
Orientation. This segment of the interview
concentrated on their "Coming to America/College Campus"
experience that included the following:
with the institution authorities,
students office,

initial encounter

role of the foreign

academic guidance,

accommodation,

and

integration within the institution and the community.
This study shows that the African students interviewed
experienced problems making initial and very critical
contact with responsible institution officials at their
arrival on campus. Although the information package some
students received along with their admission letter gave
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them directions on how to get to campus, no specific
arrangements were in place for someone to meet and welcome
these students when they arrive on campus. None of the 7
students who live on campus was met by a foreign student
official on arrival. A student from Guinea recounted his
experience on arrival as follow:
The first time, when I got here, I came by plane from
Buffalo, New York, to Bradley airport. I had 3
suitcases. I was shocked nobody was even helping me,
people were just passing like that, I started
experiencing those selfish., difference... if it
was
at home somebody going the same direction would help
me. They told me I had to take a bus[to get to the
campus] . Nobody was there to welcome me. I had to ask
people where Prince House is. I got there, I had no
reservation. I didn't have much English. It was tough!
A Somali student described his own experience as:
The most difficult part. I had no assistance from
the University, the department. International
Education Office nor the Foreign Students Office. I
was assisted by other Somali students. I had no
orientation, didn't know there was an orientation.
I self integrated myself.
Discussing his own orientation experience,

another

UMass graduate student said:
They ran an orientation which I missed. I oriented
myself. I was lucky, I was introduced to another
graduate student who had been in my department, this
Cape Verdean was very helpful, was very instrumental
to my getting orientated. He helped me basically
decide on courses, showed me what courses to take.
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An undergraduate female students trying to explain why
her initial contact with the institution did not include an
orientation,

said:

because I was scheduled to come originally for Fall
1991, but due to visa problem I was rescheduled to
come in Spring 1992, so I didn't really come in when
the Foreign Students Office wanted me to come in. The
day I arrived, nobody from the Foreign Students Office
came to meet me. It could be due to the way I arrived
because normally I have had the opportunity to work
for the Foreign Students Office. Normally students are
given directions to come straight to campus and they
pick them up from there. In my own case, my relations
picked me at the airport, so I didn't really have much
contact with them. But after I arrived on campus, I
went to the Office and the to the hall, there they had
the Resident Assistants to welcome us. That was really
helpful and encouraging to us.
An off-campus female student who was sponsored by
relatives said that she "was not even aware of the
existence of the Foreign Students Office" and that her
orientation was "by sister and brother-in-law" who were
both graduate students at the time.
Of all the 10 students interviewed,

only 1 student

went through a campus orientation program. The rest of the
students missed the one-time orientation that the offices
of international students usually run at the beginning of
each semester. Ninety percent of the interviewees did not
arrive on campus in time to participate in the orientation
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workshop. There was no makeup orientation scheduled to
accommodate those who missed the big one. The one student
who attended the Foreign Students Office orientation at
UMass had nothing good to say about the orientation that he
went through.

The criticism touches on a couple of issues:

The type of orientation they do here,
undergraduates particularly, they bring everybody
together and then they just talk the same thing, some
people have not been exposed to the western condition,
they come for the first time, they tell them a few
things very fast, people are completely lost, me when
I came here, they talk about orientation too, I never
got anything. It was people from Africa who I met who
told me things. Orientation should not be the same.
They have one standard orientation procedure for
everybody. They should take into consideration
diversity and people's background. They have a
specific date for orientation, so if you come after,
there is nothing planned for you to get orientation,
so you just jump into a system you have no idea.
Lack of orientation meant that the different aspects
of going to school in the United States were not covered.
This includes "the form of education in the United States
that involves dealing with 'credit'

quality

points. Course

selection for somebody from a highly structured and
prescribed educational system is difficult"
1983) .
live,

In essence orientation means.

(Jenkins et al.

Where am I going to

and what am I going to study? Lack of orientation
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also means limited integration with the institution and the
community.
Adaptation/Acculturation Issues
The purpose of the questions in this area of the
interview was to probe the experiences and adaptive
strategies with academic work,

relationships with faculty,

classmates, American students,

college personnel and campus

environment in general.
All the interviewees admitted to encountering initial
problems. Almost all the students interviewed talked about
discrimination as a problem. Those who were modest about it
described it as "ignorance" on the part of those who
discriminate.

For African students,

racism constitutes a

big obstacle in adaptation and acculturation;

they find it

difficult to trust those who discriminate.
Adaptation issues other than racism and discrimination
bothered these students,

such as their interactions and

relationships with other students,

and loneliness that

brings in its wake homesickness. African students are of
the opinion that American students are not interested in
world affairs and that American students are difficult to
talk to because the two groups have very little in common.

69

In fact,

when asked to describe their interaction with

American students, most of the interviewees described the
interaction as unfriendly and cold.
Relationship between African and African American
Students. The issue of relationships with African-American
students was probed,

and the general consensus was that

such relationships do not happen. The African students
expressed regret and dismay that relationships between
African students and African-American students do not
blossom.

Some of the African students interviewed indicated

that the African-American students were as cold and distant
as their white counterparts. Many of them said that the
African-American students were not more helpful than their
white counterparts. One of the interviewees recounted her
experience in class:
As regards my classmates, you know you try over
and over again to make friends with the Americans,
the white students and African-American students,
they are not helpful, they don't really want to work
with you. In a class where I was the only African
student and actually there was an African-American
student, but I found out that they don't even want to
talk to you. My classmates, well uh, my classmates,
really, uh, there wasn't any chance for us to actually
talk. When walking around the campus, I come across
people who know other white people, they introduce me
to them, out of their ignorance they want to find out
if there is a jungle beside where I lived. That's
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pretty much it. They have this attitude that they
didn't want to know. You are on your own.
When the word "ignorance" was probed further,
African students indicated that,

the

like the white American

students, African-American students did not have knowledge
of or interest in other people,

that they shared the

"Tarzan" image of Africa held by white students.

Some of

the students resented the media image of Africa,

demeaning

statements about and portrayal of Africa on television,
films and magazines,

in

and in classrooms by the media and by

some professors. The African students did not feel the
African-Americans empathized with them more than white
American students and felt disappointed that the AfricanAmerican students did not show interest in Africa. Most of
the students interviewed wished that the situation with
African- American students were different.

They did not

know what to do to foster warmer relationships.

Some of the

African students indicated the efforts they made at getting
closer either were rebuffed or did not last.

There was

little evidence of social interaction between African
students and the African-American students.

One of the

interviewees recounted efforts she made to invite African-
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Americans

to social functions and how such invitations were

rarely reciprocated.

Only 10% of African students

interviewed said that they have been to an AfricanAmerican's house or have interacted with an AfricanAmerican family socially.

The African students had expected

that they would be invited home by the African American
students during the holidays,

but they said that this

rarely happened.
Academic Adaptation Issues.
issues pertaining to academics,

In regard to adaptation
80% of the interviewees

indicated that they had academic difficulties especially in
the first semester of

their stay in the United States.

They

indicated that academic requirements and processes here in
the United States are different from what they were used to
at home.
to

One of

the interviewees

talked about how she had

"listen

attentively so as
pronounced words

to understand the way professors
in class." Another student described

academic situation as
situation".
strange.

"pretty challenging,

He continued,

and a disaster

"initially a lot of

In terms of courses,

things seem

there are lots of

things

that

I am hearing for the first time and there are still a lot
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of

things

that I don't know." Lack of adequate preparation

causes one of
encounter,

the main difficulties

the African students

the problem of choosing relevant courses

their programs of study.

Most of the students

either did not know how to access

for

interviewed

their academic advisors

and career counselors or did not feel comfortable doing so.
In all,

only 40% of

the students

the academic advisors.

interviewed made use of

Those who knew how to put together

their program of studies chose subject areas

that would

prepare them for the job market in the United States rather
than that at home.
Utilization of Resources on rampns.
African students

interviewed are not aware of

of most of the resources on campus.
students
campus.

Majority of the
the existence

None of the African

interviewed had used the mental health resource on
Most African students see the counselors as not

expert enough to counsel

them because they do not have the

background to comprehend the African students'

cultural

heritage and experience.
Racial Discrimination.

In interview discussions with

the African students about discrimination,
found that discrimination is

this researcher

the culture-shock item that
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would not go away for these students.
early age,

Leaving home at an

these students are filled with images of

United States as a Christian country,

the

based on numerous

televangelist programs beamed into Africa and stories of
the numerous U.

S.

organizations that respond with relief

to disaster anywhere in the world.

The African students

find it difficult to understand the racism they discover,
even after they find that not every American is a
Christian.

They are even more dumbfounded to find that

Christians discriminate.

They are disappointed when they

realize that the most segregated place here in the United
States

is

the church.
Coping Strategies of African students

In talking about her coping strategies and experience,
an African student,

a senior majoring in computer science

who had been a residence hall assistant,

talked about

opportunities and resources available on campus
accessible to African students.
campus,

jobs

that are

"They can get jobs around

like residence hall assistant positions

that

would not only pay them a weekly stipend and free
accommodation on campus but would also expose them more
quickly to the American culture and resources within the
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campus." One interviewee who has been an active member of
the African Students' Association at the University of
Massachusetts at Amherst,

discussing the importance of the

organization in her own experience,
activities which include meetings,

said,

"The association

informational sessions,

help in building alliances with other students of African
heritage from the United States,

the Caribbean and

elsewhere in the world and also provide forums and
opportunities for exposition of African cultures to the
rest of the campus community." The association offers
African students the opportunity for leisure-time
activities which they would not get readily elsewhere. The
students are provided with a forum for socials.

"We hold

dances and cultural get-together where we cook and enjoy
different special meals from different African countries.
We also get the opportunity to socialize.

Such

get-together offer students a reasonable amount of time to
get the African students in the area to assemble and relate
with each other." In the Five-College area, African
students associations exist but do not function
continuously. Most graduate African students interviewed
are not members of such associations;
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they think that the

association at UMass is "strictly an undergraduate
association."
Most of the students interviewed acknowledged that a
functional African student association could be a resource
that would help the adaptation process, by providing newly
arrived students an opportunity to meet other new African
students and to interact with those that have been here
longer.

The difficulty with leisure time was well

documented by the Institute of International Education
study by Davis et al.

(1961).

Future Plans/Reentry
All the students interviewed plan to go back to Africa
someday.

Fifty percent of them want to have the opportunity

to gain practical work experience here before they go back
to their individual countries. All recognized the need for
national development back home in Africa and hope to go
back to make an impact and a difference.
Sixty percent talked about worries over getting a job
here in the United States. Fifty percent of the
undergraduates interviewed talked about going on to
graduate or professional school upon graduation or about
getting a job.
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Presentation of the Quantitative Data
The purpose of

the survey was

to collect data from as

man^area African students as possible in order to
supplement the data collected from the interviews conducted
with the 10

subjects

This researcher was

involved in the qualitative study.
interested in using this data to

corroborate or refute the information gathered from the
interview subjects.
This part of the study surveyed the experiences and
coping strategies of a larger population of African
students

in institutions of higher education within the

Five-College system.

Specifically,

the survey aimed to

examine how the African students adapt to American culture.
Issues of adjustment and acculturation were examined.
Adaptation and acculturation issues examined included
relationship patterns,

personal problems,

academic and social issues,
general perception of

finances,

resource utilization,

and

the university campus environment.

The survey was designed to also provide information on
demographics of African students

in the Five-College area.

The respondents were asked to volunteer information
from their experiences of being a student in predominantly
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white institutions of higher education in the United
States.

This process assumed that the students are the best

judges of the problems
Silverman,

1985).

they are confronting

In this

survey,

(Ihede &

it is assumed that the

respondents are honest.
The statistical description of these data involved a
simple computation of percentages

in the frequency of type

of response.
A total of

85 questionnaires were distributed to

identified African students
the 1996

fall semester,

October,

November,

in the Five-College area during

in the months of September,

and December.

Responses were collected

up to the first week of February 1997.
responses received totaled 46,

The number of

a 55% rate of return.

Of

this number one was not used because this respondent comes
from Haiti.
responses.

Analysis was done using the remaining 45
The rate of return could be attributed to the

mode of data collection used.
using a personal

touch,

It was very labor intensive,

putting a human face on the

researcher,

and making use of available resources and

connections

to maximize rate of return during the data

collection phase.

Africans,

like any other questionnaire
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respondents,

may put off or ignore a faceless research

questionnaire,

but will find it more difficult to do so

when the researcher or research assistant is known to them.
Results of the Study
From the study,

it was found that the demographics of

the undergraduate African student have changed from figures
in previous

studies

(Davis et al.,

1961;

Pruitt,

undergraduate African student on the average,
years old and,

The

is about 20

single and has about a 50-50 chance of being

a male or a female.
related,

1978).

The student may have attended a church-

government-operated,

or community school.

The

church-related secondary school does not have a monopoly
any more.

Seventy-three percent of these students have one

parent or both with a college degree.

Ninety percent of the

students were raised in a city environment.
of

Ninety percent

the respondents were financed by their families and less

than 10% were on any form of scholarship.
Adaptation/Acculturation Issues
In the study,

adjustment and acculturation were

probed by the degree or absence of difficulty students
indicated from the 14 different items of
Seventy percent of

the respondents
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the questionnaire.

live in the university

or college residence halls and have roommates who vary from
other Africans
case,

all

to white and African Americans.

the respondents

with their roommates

indicated that they get along

fairly well to very well.

percent of the respondents were members of
student associations

In each

(ASA,

SASA),

Sixty

their African

and a few belonged to

other associations on campus.
This questionnaire on adaptation issues

further

examined the following areas:

Friendship/Relationship Patterns.

Fifty percent of

those surveyed indicated that they have at least one friend
from their country of origin;
that at least,

on

average,

all respondents

indicated

three of their friends were

from other African countries.

Seventy-five percent

indicated that they have at least one friend from among
other foreign students.

Less

than 48% of

the students

studied indicated friendship with African-Americans.

Fifty

percent of them indicated friendship with white Americans,
while only one respondent had one Hispanic and one Asian

American friend.
an-pipt-ment on Campus.

Although all the respondents

indicated that they did not feel out of place,
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50%

described the climate of their campus as challenging.
rated the campus as

friendly or warm.

described the campus as

tense.

None

Two respondents

Ninety percent indicated the

source of challenges or tension as racial

issues between

white and black students.
On major difficulties encountered on campus,
indicated having a language barrier,
differences and alienation as

20%

50% named cultural

their main barrier on campus.

Eighty percent of the respondents

indicated that they had

no problem with the English language or their academic
work.

In fact 80% of the respondents have a grade point

average
2.1.

(GPA)

from 3.45

to 3.84,

while the lowest GPA was

The high grade point averages of African students

points

to good academic achievements.

Documented foreign student problems.
documented problems
respondents

Of

that foreign students experience,

indicated not having enough money,

to sometimes.

all

many times

Fifty percent said that they have problems

with knowing what courses

to take.

Eighty percent indicated

that they did not have enough time to study,
because of

the other

presumably

the different study habits and systems of their

individual countries.

All respondents

81

said that they feel

homesick,

while 80% had problems sometimes with not having

the food they are used to.

Ninety percent had problems with

not being able to work legally outside of the campus
because of

immigration constraints.

All the respondents had

some difficulty adjusting to the climate.
the students

Sixty percent of

said that they have gone to another African

student for advice or help when they had problems.

Seventy-

five percent turned to an academic adviser or other
professors when they encountered academic difficulty.
of the students utilized the American students,
families.

None

or host-

Only one person indicated that she had used the

mental health clinic,

about 20% had on more than one

occasion used the resources of residence hall staff.
Fifty percent of

the respondents

indicated that thus

far they like their experience here especially the
opportunity to be independent and grow academically.
Responses

to the experiences

following quotes:

"being independent,

independent thought,
attitude."

"I

they like most included the
helps build

useful skills and a go-getter

like that I

've been able to build a network

of

friends and support from various nationalities and works

of

life."

"I am majoring in what I enjoy"
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"

the learning

experience has been really rewarding." "Getting an
education."
Responses to what they like least in their experience
ranged from racism and discrimination to food and weather.
This particular question drew the following responses:
discriminating attitudes of Americans,
Americans and their insensivity,
rift,

"the

especially white

and intolerance." "the

still between Africans and African Americans." "the

climate and discrimination." "the weather,

food,

racism,

missing my family." "constantly feeling like this isn't my
home,

I will never quite fit in." "racial tension." "the

food and the cold." "I can't run home when I want to."
"sometimes the rigidity of the system is unbearable."
Future Plans/Reentry
Most of the respondents indicated that their plans
upon graduation would include working in the
U.

S.

"to gain practical experience and eventually

returning home".

One respondent would like to "work,

save

money and get married" Some would like to pursue and
explore various career opportunities here in the U.
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S.

Table 4.1
Demographic Data
Demographic Data of African Students Surveyed in the Five
College Area.

1.

Gender
Female
Male

2 . Age
Under 18
19 - 20
21 - 24
25 or older

3.

N

!l_

27
18

60.0
40.0

45

100

£

Country of Origin
Cameroon
Ethiopia
Ivory Coast
Ghana
Guinea
Kenya
Liberia
Nigeria
Senegal
Somalia
South Africa
Uganda
Zaire

0

0

7
22
16

15.6
48.9
35.5

45

100.0

N
2
4
1
6
1
6
2
12
2
3
3
2
2

4.4
8.9
2.2
13.3
2.2
13.3
4.4
26.7
4.4
6.7
6.7
4.4
4.4

45

100

Continued,

84

%

next page

Table 4.1,

4.

continued:

Marital Status
Single
Married
Divorced
Separated

N
34
11
0
45

5. Religion
Protestant
Catholic
Muslim
African traditional
Other

6. Type of Hioh school
Church related
Government secondary
Community school
Private

%
75.6
24.4
0
0
100.0

£
18
10
5
2
10
45

3l
40.0
22.2
11.2
4.4
22.2

N
10
10
4
21
45

%
22.2
22.2
8.9
46.7
100.0

N
3
10
8
0
6

_

100.0

Family Information:
7a.

Father's Level of Education
No formal education
Elementary school
Secondary school
Teachers' college
Bachelors Degree
Graduate/Professional

1£
45

Continued,
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6.7
22.2
17.3
0
13.3
40.0
100.0

next page

Table 4.1,

7b.

8.

Continued:

Mother's level of Education
No formal Education
Elementary school
Secondary school
Teachers' college
Bachelors Degree
Graduate/Professional

_N
3
12
8
6
6
10
45

Family resides in
City
Small
Rural/Village

_N
30
10
_5.
45

9. Degree Program
Undergraduate
Graduate

N
31
14
45
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6.7
26.7
17.8
13.3
13.3
22.2
100.0

67.7
22.2
-11.JL

100.0

68.9
-.31,1
100.0

CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION/

IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Discussion

In this

chapter,

the findings of this study will be

viewed in a broader context.
chapter will

To accomplish this,

include the implications of

recommendations,

conclusions,

the

the findings,

and suggestions

for further

research.
The primary purpose of

the this study was

to examine

the experiences and coping strategies of African students
in predominantly White institutions of higher education in
the United States.

The study was

therefore designed to

carry out the investigation by using a combination of
qualitative and quantitative methods of inquiry.
design allowed for an opportunity to validate,
refute,

and draw conclusions

This

corroborate,

from the data collected.

The

qualitative approach sought to do an in-depth examination
of

the experiences of African students and what better way

to do that than to ask the students

themselves.

The

interview gave the researcher the opportunity to find out
from the students what their experiences have been and also
the coping strategies

that they have used.
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By this approach

the researcher was able to gather rich,

and informative

data about their experiences by engaging the students
conversations,

in

probing in depth what these experiences are.

The quantitative research method used in this

study was a

32-item questionnaire that sought information on background
and demographics of the students.

The rest of

questionnaire contained questions

that parallel the

adaptation and acculturation segments of
study.

This part examined the students'

the

the qualitative
initial and present

adjustment difficulties and coping strategies;
relationships and friendship patterns,
academic environment,
with classmates,
on campus.

their view of the

resources utilization,

faculty,

looking at

relationship

black and white Americans off and

This approach was used in order to maximize the

number of Africans whose experiences were being sought.

It

is hoped that this would increase the generalizability of
the results

to the African students

in the target

institutions.
Anybody who looks at the number of African students
who have gone to school

in the United States

four decades would expect an impact
now.

On the contrary,

news

in the past

(positive)

on Africa by

items out of Africa only portray
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doom and suffering.

If one looks deeper,

as in this study,

one begins to get insight into what is happening.

For

African students,

their experience, problems,

and issues

have not changed.

In a study conducted 35 years ago for the

Institute of International Education by Davis et al.
(1961),

the following issues were identified as problems

the African students dealt with:
satisfactory food,

the problem of finding

lack of financial resources,

communication difficulties,

and academic difficulties made

more serious by inadequate counseling services at
institutions accepting African students. Other difficulties
included lack of interest in them on the part of the
"American Negroes"

(African Americans)

that helped make

their social situation difficult and the shock of the
extent of discrimination and how it is condoned by White
America.
In subsequent study by Pruitt

(1978)

16 years later,

the following issues were identified. Under the broad
heading of adaptation,

adjustment,

and assimilation,

the

concrete issues the study found included depression,
tiredness,

homesickness,

discrimination.

irritability,

Others were climate,
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and racial

communication with

Americans,

loneliness,

and food. These problems were

generally similar to the 1961 study to the extent the same
issues were examined.
Thirty-five years after the first study and sixteen
years after the second study this research was
intentionally designed to examine the issues looked at in
these two earlier studies.

It is interesting to find out

that the issues raised in this study were similar to those
of earlier studies and that the magnitude of some of the
problems have even increased in certain areas,

such as

discrimination. The problems experienced by these African
students appear to be even more pronounced in 1996. The
neglect experienced by African students becomes even more
disturbing in the light of the various blueprints in place
for dealing with foreign students. The National Association
for Foreign Students Affairs

(NAFSA)

(1980)

outlined

blueprints in the following areas:
1.
2.
3.

principles for institutions.
principles for the admission of foreign students.
principles for English program; determination of

4.
5.

proficiency.
principles for foreign students/scholar services.
principles for the provision of community services
and programs.
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It was necessary to cite these principles because it
was based on these that this research has brought up the
issue of the neglect of the African students. Although this
research does not concern other foreign students,

it is

apparent that the schools studied do not adhere to the
listed principles when it comes to African students. The
fact that these African students encounter problems of lack
of orientation and having to find their way around campus
on their own looks to me a serious oversight or neglect on
the part of the student affairs officers responsible for
the well-being of these students.
Lack of orientation emerged as a major adjustment
problem for the African student in the study since 90% of
them had no in-country orientation. This highlights a major
flaw in the planning and execution of campus orientation
process. There were no makeup orientation plans in place to
accommodate students who for one reason or another missed
the one-size-fits-all orientation workshop given by the
foreign student office. African students arrive on college
campuses in a variety of ways;

some come alone and some are

brought to campus by relatives who are resident in the
area. The latter may miss orientation because neither the
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students nor their relatives/sponsors are aware of or
understand the orientation process. The others miss
scheduled orientation on campus due to a variety of
reasons.

One reason is difficulty in obtaining F-l student

visas on time from the U.S.

embassies abroad, whose

officals have grown more insulting and erratic in their
decision-making process regarding when and whether to give
a visa to a prospective student.

Since a majority of

African students are sponsored by their families,
remittance of funds from the students'

home country often

run into bureaucratic regulations and control,

since all

such funds coming from African countries would have to go
through the foreign monetary exchange control. Lack of
orientation meant that the different aspects of going to
school in the United States were not covered. This includes
"the form of education in the United States that involves
dealing with 'credit'

quality

points. Course selection for

somebody from a highly structured and prescribed
educational system is difficult"
essence orientation means.

(Jenkins et al.

1983).

Where am I going to live,

In

and

what am I going to study? Lack of orientation also means
limited integration with the institution and the community.
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The reality is that the lack of predeparture orientation
handicaps the African students right from the start.
this researcher's opinion,

In

these institutions should have

provision for ongoing orientation to help facilitate easier
adjustment to the new environment.
The African governments have not done their own part,
nor have the African students done all they can in finding
better ways to cope with their difficulties. African
students should learn how to take their own destiny into
their hands. They should create and educate themselves on
processes in place and resources available to enhance the
quality of their stay in the United States. They should
learn how to make collective demands on the institutions in
order to establish a visible presence on campus. They
should make themselves aware of and use the African
community in the valley as a resource;

a sizable number of

Africans have emigrated and live permanently in this part
of the United States.

Involving the African immigrant

population in the region in any way possible could be part
of the solution to the isolation problems faced by African
students.
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Implications
It is here necessary to point out that the qualitative
and the quantitative studies complement each other. While
the quantitative study was used to determine the background
and demographic data on a wider but representative
population in the institutions studied,

it was also used to

corroborate the experiences of African students in the
Five-College area and coping strategies employed by these
students.

Both methods depicted the same types of

adjustment difficulties encountered by African students,
some of which include initial academic and feeding
difficulties,

discrimination and racism,

and loneliness,

social isolation

homesickness, problems with cold weather,

and understanding and being understood by Americans. Data
from both methods pointed out things that African students
are doing or not doing that hamper more positive adjustment
experiences during their stay as students in targeted
predominantly White institutions of higher education. By
combining the two methodologies in this study,

the results

obtained from both speak to the validity of the study and
the generalizablity of the findings to the African students
in the Five-College area.

94

Recommendations
The following recommendations emanate from the
findings and the suggestions made by the African students
in this study.

This section draws all the specific

recommendations together.
1. The foreign student offices should involve Africans in
managing the affairs of these African students for the
following reasons:
(a)

It is this researcher's candid belief that no

outsider can effectively solve Africans' problems for them;
the best an outsider can do is help. African students
should educate themselves and learn from other foreign
student groups on ways to navigate the educational
environment.
(b)

An African student coordinator working for

Africans in the foreign student office will constitute an
authority figure as well as a role model. Given the
upbringing of most Africans, most of these students will
listen to this person.
® An African student coordinator can support and
counsel the African students from an African perspective.
(d)

The coordinator can help students remain marginal
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right from when they arrive so that reentry will not be
difficult.
(e)

An African student coordinator will also have the

responsibility of organizing the African Students
Association in the Five-College area. This is a must-do
item if the social life of these students is to be managed.
The racism and discrimination encountered by these students
make this recommendation even more urgent.
(f)

Such a coordinator can foster the integration of

the talents and skills of these students into national
development through networking and cooperation with the
students'
now,

home embassies here in the United States. As of

there are well-educated and qualified Africans around

who can function very well in this role.
2.

Orientation was a big issue, because most of the

students interviewed indicated that an orientation could
have helped them a long way in adapting. This researcher is
aware that these African students encounter immigration
problems posed by American embassies in their countries;

it

is difficult to estimate when they would arrive. What has
been consistent is that most of these students, because of
the runaround they go through to obtain visas to enter the
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United States,
orientation.

do miss deadlines and invariably miss the

Creation of appropriate an orientation for

these students could be one of the functions for the
African student coordinator recommended for the foreign
students offices.
Suggestions For Further Research
Further research should be conducted using a control
group to determine effectiveness of predetermined specific
interventions designed to address the difficulties
encountered by African students.
A comparative analysis is needed to compare the
experiences of other foreign students,
students or Middle Eastern students,

such as Asian

to that of African

students in predominantly white institutions of higher
education to determine whether there are differences in
mode of adaptation and adjustment and coping strategies.
Research should try to replicate this study using both
qualitative and quantitative methods of inquiry to confirm
or dispute the reproducibility of and reliability of this
research technique.
Another suggested area for further research may be
conducting a study to include faculty,
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foreign student

advisers,

and student affairs administrators. This type of

study will hopefully highlight discrepancies in perceptions
and experiences and ultimately expose the mind-set of the
people being served and those who deliver the services.
/

Conclusion
This study has revealed information regarding the
difficulties and problems encountered by African students
in the Five-College area. This study has also revealed that
most of the problems encountered by these students have
been around for at least 35 years but that no concrete
action has been taken to resolve or address them.
This study has also revealed the coping mechanisms and
resilience of the African students. An encouraging sign
revealed in the study was that the African student remains
optimistic and enthusiastic and still achieves academically
in the face of all odds.
Clearly there are shortcomings in the students
themselves.

Of bigger consequence are the shortcomings of

their home governments,

who fail to plan adequately for the

departure and guidance of the students and for the
utilization upon their return of their talents and skills.
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It is hoped that the Africans would become more involved in
foreign student affairs and that better delivery of
services to these students will help remedy some of the
shortcomings.
Perhaps there are issues that are better left alone to
the wider system to tackle and that may not be amenable to
immediate solutions.

Such issues include racism and

discrimination in the United States. The best the student
may be able to do may just be to "contain it and remain
flexible and develop a sense of humor." as one student
aptly said during the interview.

APPENDIX A
WRITTEN CONSENT FORM
Dear Participant:
My name is Georgina Nebedum-Ezeh,

and I am a doctoral

candidate in the School of Education at the University of
Massachusetts at Amherst.

I am conducting research for a

dissertation which will focus on the Experiences and Coping
Strategies of African Students at Four-Year Universities
and Colleges
study is

in Western Massachusetts.

The goal of this

to examine the experiences of African students in

predominantly White institutions of Higher Education in the
Western Massachusetts area and to explore the coping
strategies African students employ in their adaptation to
American academic environment.
You are being asked to participate in this qualitative
study.

As a participant,

you will be interviewed by me

using a guided interview format consisting of five
questions.
The goal of the questions you will be answering is to
allow me to understand your experiences

through your own

words on issues related to the experiences and coping
strategies of African students

in predominantly White

institutions of higher education in the United States.
The interview will be tape-recorded to facilitate
analysis of data and will be about sixty minutes

long.

The

interview tapes will be transcribed word for word by me or
a transcriber and erased at the completion of the
dissertation.
In all written and oral presentation of material in
which I may use the information from your interview,
not use your name,

I will

nor will you be identified personally in

any way or at any time.

I will make every effort to protect

your identity and the confidentiality of your participation
in this

study.

The information from the interview will be used in my
doctoral dissertation and may also be included in
manuscripts
publication,

submitted to professional journals

for

presentation to different groups,

and

classroom instructions.
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I will request your written consent in advance should
I wish to use any part of the interview material in any way
other than those described in this

form.

You may withdraw from part or all of this study at any
time.
You have the right to review material prior to the
final oral exam or other publication.
You are free to participate or not participate without
prejudice.
In signing this consent form,
to use the materials
above.

In addition,

no financial claims

you are authorizing me

from your interview as

you are assuring me that you will make
for use of the materials from your

interview and also that all documents,
audiotapes and transcripts,
I,

indicated

including the

will become my property.

_,

have read the

above statement and agree to participate in the study under
the conditions stated above.

Participant's Signature

Date

Researcher's Signature

Date
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APPENDIX B
THE INTERVIEW GUIDE
Pre-Entry
What
1.
2.
3.
4.

is your pre-entry preparation experience?
Obtaining admission to a U. S. School.
Encounter with the U. S. Embassy for Visa.
Pre-departure orientation.
Talking with authorities in your country
Regarding your program of instruction or
area of interest and specialization, and
opportunities when you return?
Orientation
What is your "coming to America" experience?
1.
How did you get to your College the very
first time?
2.
What did the foreign students office do to
help with:
- Orientation
- program of study
- integration within the University and
the community
Adaptation
What difficulties did you encounter
1
initially?
2
How were you able to resolve the problems?
What is your academic experience? What are
3 .
your adaptation strategies?
4
What is your experience with regards to:
Classroom and social interactions with...
Faculty, classmates, American students,
other foreign students, white students,
African American students, Hispanic and
Asian Americans?
What are your social experiences inside
3.
and outside your academic environment?
What are your everyday experience? i.e
4.
Finding basic amenities and resources,
getting around, climate, food, accommodation
What adjustment problems did you /or are
5.
facing?
How have you managed?
6

.

.

.
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iv

Acculturation
1.

What is your indigenous language?
Does your indigenous language have any
effect on your speaking English? (If yes,
please explain)

2.

v.

vi.

What specific customs have you given up or
accepted in order to be like others?
3.
Where do you live? How has living away
from home changed your lifestyle? (e.g.
dating; decision making).
4.
What are the biggest problems you face
right at _ college
(e.g. academic; social; otherwise)
5.
How have you dealt with these specific
problems?
6
What recommendations or suggestions would
you make to someone from your country
coming to study at_ College?
7.
If you had to do it again, what would you
do anything differently? (If yes, what and
why?)
Future Plans/Reentry
1.
What are your plans upon
graduation?
2.
What are your plans for going back
home?
3.
What difficulties regarding going
back home do you think you have to
deal with?
Any comments?
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APPENDIX C
SURVEY COVER LETTER
Dear African Student:
I am currently engaged in a research study for my
doctorate degree in Education.

The purpose of this study is

to gather and document information on the experiences of
African Students and the coping strategies African Students
employ in their adaptation to their academic environment in
colleges and universities

in the U.

S.

Attached is a survey questionnaire in which I am
seeking your input with regard to your personal experience
and the adaptation strategies you used.
candid opinion is

Your honest and

therefore requested.

I will make every effort to protect your identity and
confidentiality of your participation in this study.
Kindly return the completed questionnaire in the
enclosed self-addressed stamped envelop by February 10,
1997.
Thank you for your time and cooperation!
reached at 413-256-4990

I can be

if you have questions.
Yours sincerely,
Georgina Nebedum-Ezeh
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APPENDIX D
THE SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE
Please answer ALL questions frankly and as fully as you
can. Please write in, circle or check off the appropriate
response. THANK: YOU!
Check or circle
1
Gender:
Male
2.
Present Age:
a)
18
b)
19
c)
20
21
d)
\

•

Female

.

3.

Country of origin:

4.

Marital Status:

5.

6.

e)
f)
g)
h)

Single
Divorced

/
/

Religion:
a)
d)
Protestant
b)
e)
Catholic
African traditional religion
c)
What
you
a)
b)
c)
d)

22
23
24
25 or older

Married
Separated

Muslim
Other

type of secondary school(High school)
attend?
Church related school
Government secondary school
Community school
Other (Specify)

FAMILY INFORMATION:
7.
Education:
Your Father:
_
No formal education
_
Elementary school
_
Completed secondary school
_
Teachers' Training College
_
College/University graduate
_
Graduate degree
_
Other (Specify) _
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,

did

Your Mother:
_
_
_
_
_
_
_

.

8

Occupation:
a)
Your Father
b)
Your Mother

9.

Family resides in:
a)
City
b)
Small town
c)
Rural area/Village

PART B.

Check or circle

10.

College/University you are attending:

11.

Immigration Status/Visa Type:
a)
Permanent Resident Visa
b)
Non-resident Visa
F-l,
c)
Other (Specify) _

12.

How long have you been in the
a)
less than 6 months
d)
b)
6-12 months
c)
1-2 years
f)

13.

Degree Program:
a)
Undergraduate
b)
Graduate
c)
Other (Specify)

14.

J,

M

United States?
2-3 years
e)
3-4 years
over 4 years

_

Present class standing:
Freshman
a)
Sophomore
b)
Junior
c)
Senior
d)

e)
f)
g)

Fifth-year bachelors
Graduate
Other(Specify)

15.

What is your major: _

16.

What is your present Cumulative grade average
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17.

Where do you live?
Dormitory
a)
b)
Off campus apartment
c)
With a relative

d)
e)
f)

Fraternity
Sorority
Other (Specify

Do you have a roommate?
a)
Yes
b)
No
19.

If yes, what is your roommate racial
background?
African American, Asian, Hispanic, Native
American, White American, Foreign student,

other.

20.

How do you get along with your roommate?
a)
Very well
b)
Fairly well
c)
Not well

21.

Are you a member of any student groups? _
If yes, please list

22. Think of 5 best friends you have at your present
college/University:
I)
How many of these are from your own country?
Check one:
a) 1
b) 2
c) 3
d) 4
e) 5
f) none
ii)

iii)

iv)

How many of these 5 are from other African
countries? Check one:
c) 3
e) 5
f)
a) 1
b) 2
d) 4

none

How many of these 5 are foreign students?
Check one:
d) 4
e) 5
f)
c) 3
a) 1
b) 2

none

How many of these 5 are African American
students? Check one
d) 4
e) 5
f)
c) 3
a) 1
b) 2

none

•
•
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v)

How many of these 5 are White American students?
Check one:
a)

1

b)

2

c)

3 d)

4

e)

5

f)

none

vi)

How many of these 5 are Hispanic American
students? Check one:
a) 1
b)2
c) 3
d) 4
e) 5
f)
none

vii)

How many of these 5 are Asian American students?
Check one:
a) 1
b) 2
c)3
d) 4
e) 5
f) none

viii) How many of these 5 are non-student Americans?
Check one:
a)

1

b)

2

c)3

d)

4

e)

5

f)

none

23.

Do you feel out of place on campus?
a)
Yes
b)
No

24.

Which of the following best describes the climate
of your campus?
Warm
a)
e)
Liberal
b)
Friendly
Intellectual
f)
Challenging
c)
Impersonal
g)
d)
h)
Tense
Other(Specify)

25.

a)
b)
c)
d)
26.

How would you judge your English language ability
to effectively help you accomplish the following
academic tasks:
Fair
Poor
Good
Fluent
□
□
□
□
Read and comprehend textbooks
□
□
□
□
Understand lectures
□
□
□
□
Write class reports
□
□
□
Contribute to class discussion □
What were the major difficulties that you
experienced during your first weeks in the U.S.?
Please list.
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J 27.

28.

What are the major difficulties for you now? List

Here are some of the documented problems which
foreign students experience. How often have you
experienced them during your stay in the U.S.?
Many
Times
□

Some¬
times
□

Hardly
Ever
Never
□
□

I)

Not having enough money

ii)

Not knowing enough English

□

□

□

iii)

Not knowing what courses
to take

□

□

□

□

Not being able to take
courses I want

□

□

□

□

Finding school work too
difficult

□

□

□

□

Finding school work too
easy

□

□

□

□

Not having enough time
to study

□

□

□

□

viii)Finding courses do not
apply to major

□

□

□

□

ix)

Feeling homesick

□

□

□

□

x)

Not having the food
that I'm used to

□

□

□

□

Not being able to work
legally

□

□

□

□

Experiencing discrimination

□

□

□

□

iv)

v)

vi)

vii)

xi)

xii
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□

xiii)Understanding

Many

Some¬

Hardly

Times

times

Ever

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

the American

English

xiv)

Adjusting

to

29.

Where do you

Never

the climate

turn to

have problems?

for advice or help when you

Please circle.

a)

Foreign Student Adviser

b)

Academic Adviser or other professors

c)

Residence Life

d)

College/University Counseling Center

e)

Another African student or African professional

f)

Clergyman or an African traditional

g)

American student/friend/host

Staff

religionist

family

/
30.

How often do you make use of

following resources

on

campus ?
More
than

31.

Once

once

Never

I)

Foreign Student Adviser

_

_

_

ii)

Academic Adviser

_

_

_

iii)

Faculty member

_

_

_

iv)

Career Center

_

_

_

v)

Counseling Center

_

_

_

vi)

Health Center

_

_

_

vii)

Financial Aid Office

_

_

_

viii) Mental Health Clinic

_

_

_

ix)

Residence Hall

_

_

_

x)

Graduate Minority Office

_

_

_

xi)

Other (Specify)_

_

_

_

What

is

the U.

the

Staff

source of

support

for your education in

S.?

a)

Family

b)

Your home government

c)

U.

S.

Foundation/Government
110

(AID,Ford,Fulbright)

d) Your College/University scholarship
e) Part-time work during school
f) U. S. Church group
g)
Other (Specify) _

32.

Thus far# what has been your experience?

a) With course work

b) With the faculty.

c) With American students.

d) With college personnel.

e) With Americans outside of the institution.

Ill

What do you like most about your experience?

What do you like least?

What type of interactions have you had with the
American students?

What are your future plans?

Your comments:
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